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The Invisibility of Women Prisoners' Activism 



Introduction 



Wiihin the scant research published about prisoner activism and instances of 
icsisiance, women are nearly invisible. Although women in prison comprise under six 
percent of the nation's prison population, their numbers are increasing more rapidly than 
those of their male counterparts: between 1990 and 1998, the rate of female incarceration 
increased SSCc. 1 However, the interest in women prisoners' struggles against the prison- 
industrial complex remains much lower than that of male prisoners'. 

This invisibility is not new. In the early 1970s, recognizing that prisoners are one 
of the most marginalized and voiceless populations in America, activists expanded their 
interests to include those of prisoners and their rights: new, critical analyses of prisons 
emerged, prisoners' rights organizations and unions were created, and there were new 
communications among prisoners, academics and community activists. During this time, 
prisoners' writings became required texts in numerous university courses and some 
universities began teaching courses inside prisons. However, in 1970, researcher and 
activist Karlene Faith discovered that, to the male inmates of Sole dad, "female prisoners 
were as invisible to them as they were to the broader public." Faith argues that this 
overlooking of women prisoners occurred because not only were they fewer in number, 
but "they [also] were not as politicized as the men [prisoners], and they did not engage in 
the kinds of protest actions that aroused media attention." 1 Women's concerns, if 
recognized at all by the prisoners' rights movements, were dismissed as personal, self- 
centered and apolitical. Similarly, it was not that women did not engage in protest 
actions but that these actions were ignored by outside movements, who chose to focus on 
the better-known names of male prisoners. Thus, while male prisoners gained political 
consciousness and enjoyed support from outside groups and individuals, many women in 
prison were neglected by these same groups. With exceptions of well-known women 
such as Angela Davis and Assata Shakur, the prisoners' rights movement overlooked the 
female prison population. These same observations hold true today. Male prisoners 
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seldom know about their female counterparts while the broader public, if knowledgeable 
at all about prison issues, tends lo focus on men/ 

Similar to the resurgence of interest in prisons and prisoner issues which ignores 
prisoner activism, the new literature on women in prison focuses on the causes, 
conditions and effects of imprisonment, but does not delve into what the women 
themselves do to change or protest these circumstances. Faith, who had coordinated the 
Santa Cruz Women's Prison Project in the 1970s, cites virtually no examples of women's 
individual or collective acts of resistance in her book Unruly Women . In In the Mix: 
Struggle and Survival in a Women's Prison, Professor Barbara Owen admits that she 
developed a visible rapport with prison staff at the Central California Women's Facility to 
facilitate her interviews with the inmates. This obvious rapport may have led to a distrust 
by prisoners engaged in acts of resistance, resulting in either silence about their actions or 
a total decline to be interviewed. Similarly, prison staff may have steered her away from 
"problem" inmates so as not to expose any gross violations or abuse occurring within the 
institution. Even Daniel Burton-Rose's The Celling of America, which includes articles 
of prisoner organizing, omits instances of female resistance, reflecting the continued lack 
of outside recognition for women prisoners who act as their own agents for social change. 

Why the cloak of silence? One more prominent woman prisoner, Barrilee 
Bannister, offered this explanation: "A lot of women believe themselves to be helpless, 
due to how they were raised, or perhaps abused as a child. I see a lot of women with very 
low self-esteem/worth." 4 A study by the U.S. Department of Justice found that over 
forty-three percent of women prisoners, as opposed to twelve percent of male prisoners, 
had been physically or sexually abused prior to their admission to prison/ It also 
affirmed that women's earlier socialization "had limited their independence and 
occupational choices." 6 While this study was not directed towards the lack of activism 
among women prisoners, its findings did affirm Bannister's observation. While 
interviewing women inmates for her book In the Mix, Owen was told, "it is easier for 
women to get bullied in here. If an officer raises his or her voice to you, some women 
are petrified. The fear from past abuse comes back and they are scared. Very scared." 1 A 
1999 Department of Justice study confirms these observations, finding that almost half 
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